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Beef production and marketing has been shifting over the last few decades in response
to unstable cattle markets, higher input costs, and a need to better meet market
demands. Advancement of vertical integration of the production and marketing of beef
calves through retained ownership from suckling calf to feedyard has certainly
enhanced the genetics of the U.S. beef herd and improved the consistency of beef
products. Another shift in production has been an increased number of grassfed cattle
(grass finished) for marketing either organic or locally grown beef. These niche markets
have developed primarily from concerns of urban consumers regarding the healthiness
of beef with high-fat content and potential environmental hazards with large-scale
feedyard finishing. Organic and locally grown grassfed beef remains small (< 1% of the
U.S. beef calf crop), but may increase as corn and fuel prices rise.
Valuable information could be gained by the grassfed sector if there is more knowledge
and understanding of grassfed beef production at the global scale. Food animal
production also is intensifying in countries with developing economies because of
greater consumer demands for animal source protein. Therefore, an understanding of
global shifts in beef production and marketing will become increasingly critical for the
U.S. beef industry to maintain its competitiveness in exporting beef products. This
paper presents and discusses results of a survey that was conducted to assess the
extent of finishing beef cattle on grass versus grain, and to learn more about the use of
certain animal and pasture managements for a small subset of countries across the
globe.
Survey Respondents
Results of the survey were presented to the annual meeting of the American Grassfed
Association Beef, which was held in 2010 at Lexington, KY. The survey was emailed to
one to three animal scientists or forage agronomists in 14 countries that provided
representation from all continents. Responses were returned for nine countries (listed
in Table 1) that represented all continents, except Australia and Antarctica.
Survey Questions and Responses
The survey questions were split into three topic areas: 1) finishing beef calves on grass
and grain supplementation of pastured cattle (Table 1), 2) animal management
practices (Table 2), and 3) pasture management practices (Table 3).
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Table 1. Responses to survey questions on grass finishing and supplementation
Country
Ghana

% of beef cattle
that are grass
finished
95%

Average amount of time
to finish a calf on grass
24 to 30 months

Mozambique

95%

8-wk finishing period1

% of pastured beef cattle that are supplemented
2% - done to increase efficiency in attaining market
weight and cattle in urban areas with no access to
forage
5% - done during periods of low forage growth

South Africa

Commercial: 25%
Communal 2: 95%
53% of all calves

36 to 48 months

0% - but liquid supplement licks are heavily used.

China

20%

Ireland

40%

15 to 18 months
(900 to 1000 lbs)
7 months pasture
backgrounding plus
finishing period

80% - done to overcome nutrient deficits during the
winter when forage availability is low.
20% - done to overcome nutrient deficits during the
winter when forage availability is low.

New Zealand
Brazil

98%
90%

12 to 16 months
48 months

Mexico

10 to 30%

48 months

Canada

Less than 1%

11 to 14 months

< 1.0% - regarded as uneconomical
30% - of those, almost all (98%) is to overcome deficits
in forage availability and about 2% is to boost efficiency
Limited grain supplementation, but about 70% are
supplemented with protein in areas with seasonal
drought and where federal lands (low quality range) are
grazed.
1 to 2 %, but dependent on grain and cattle prices.
Number of pastured cattle being supplemented are
increasing as supply of dried distillers grains increase.

1
2

Length of suckling and pasture phases not provided
Communal grazing - the ancient practice of herding cattle and moving from area to area on unfenced public grassland
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Results and Discussion of the Survey
1. What percentage of beef calves are finished on pasture?
Four of the nine countries finish > 90% of their beef calves on pasture. Two of
the African countries (Ghana and Mozambique) have under-developed
economies and beef production is primarily with small herds owned by lowresource farmers. The other two countries (New Zealand and Brazil) have
developing economies and very strong beef industries. Both also have the
climatic conditions and strong research support in forage-livestock production to
facilitate heavy reliance on forages and less dependence on costly feeds. The
other African country, South Africa, has a developing economy that has provided
the infrastructure and grain production necessary to support some feedyard
finishing of beef cattle (small by U.S. standards). Finishing on pasture in China,
Ireland, Mexico, and Canada are all < 40% for different reasons. China and
Ireland have temperate climates that require these cattle producers to offer
outside feeds during the winter months with minimal forage growth (many
farmers confine animals during the winter). The trend in Mexico has been to
increase the number of feedyards, but this beef is either exported or is meeting a
demand for higher quality beef in urban areas. Grass finished beef in Canada is
similar to that of the USA.
Table 2. Responses to survey questions on animal management practices.
% of beef
cattle
% of beef cattle
producers
producers that
implant with
% of beef cattle
that castrate
steroid
producers that use
their bull
Country
calves
hormones
antibiotics
Ghana
40%
None
80%
Mozambique
15%
None
35%
South Africa
0%
Only feedlot
Most commercial and
cattle
communal farmers
China
< 10%
None
Very few
Ireland
90%
None
Very few
New Zealand
95%
None
Most, but under strict
supervision by
veterinarians
Brazil
75%
None
5%
Mexico
Only those
None
Use dependent on
exported to
region
U.S.
Canada
Nearly 100%
All feedlot cattle
Nearly 100%

- 22 -

Table 3. Responses to survey questions on pasture management practices.
% of cattle
% of beef
producers
% of cattle
production on
using
producers that
improved or native
rotational
fertilize their
Continent/country
forage species
grazing
pastures
Ghana
95% on rangeland
5%
5%
Mozambique
90% on rangeland
None, but
Very little
1
communal
grazing uses
rotational
stocking with no
fences
South Africa
Natives, but native
90%
Only cultivated
grasses also are
pastures
planted for certain
traits.
China
Mostly native
< 5%
Only for improved
forages
Ireland
Majority are
70%
Fertilize with slurry
improved forages
from winter feeding
New Zealand
Majority are
Rotational
Heavy use of
improved coolgrazing is
commercial fertilizer
season grasses and extensive
clovers
Brazil
Majority are
8 to 10%
Very little
improved warmseason grasses
Mexico
Use of improved
< 5% in range
Very little
forage species is
areas and >
dependent on region 50% with
improved forage
species
Canada
Improved forage
Rotational
Extensive use of N
species extensively grazing systems fertilizer
used
are increasing in
wetter regions.
1

Communal grazing: The ancient practice of herding cattle and moving from area to
area on unfenced public grasslands
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2. What is the average amount of time required to finish a grass-fed calf?
The time needed to finish on pasture varied considerably across countries
because of differences in cattle breeds, climate, and desired endpoint of
finishing. These factors were beyond the scope of this survey; however, it is
interesting that countries growing higher quality, cool-season forages are
finishing cattle in < 18 months, while those growing lower quality, warm-season
forages need 36 to 48 months to finish cattle on pasture.
3. What percentage of pastured beef cattle are supplemented with concentrates?
As expected, the global trend in feeding concentrates is low because of cost, and
largely done to overcome periods of low forage growth and availability. The
highest percentage of cattle fed concentrates was reported by China, but a high
proportion of their cattle are in temperate grasslands with shorter growing
seasons. A very small percentage of cattle were recognized by a two survey
respondents (Ghana and Brazil) to be fed primarily to boost weight gain
efficiency.
4. Do cattle producers castrate their bull calves?
Castration of bull calves appears to be increasing in the surveyed countries, with
four countries reporting > 75% of bulls being castrated. There appears to be a
trend in most countries to do more castration, which is linked to changes in
consumer preferences are out of need to meet demands of countries importing
their beef (Mexico only castrates bull calves being exported to U.S.). Under
developed countries continue to castrate bull calves to produce oxen.
5. Do cattle producers implant with steroid hormones?
Only countries with an appreciable number of feedlots (South Africa and Canada)
reported that cattle are implanted with steroid hormones. There continues to be
human health concerns with hormone implants, but the major factors that keep
this technology from being utilized are lack of access to the technology and a ban
by the EU of beef from steroid hormone implanted cattle.
6. Is there extensive use of antibiotics for treating sick cattle?
All countries report some use of antibiotics. Use of antibiotics in Ghana and
Mozambique were higher than expected, but antibiotics are likely provided by
government programs. It was noted by the respondent in Ireland that antibiotics
in feed are banned. It was also noted that antibiotic treatment of cattle must be
under the supervision of veterinarians, which likely is the case in other countries
not surveyed.
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7. Do cattle producers utilize improved forage or native range species?
Planting and utilization of improved forages always depend on climate, but
countries with developing economies showed to utilize these types of forages.
China was the only developing country reporting that native forages were
primarily used, but native grasslands in this country are primarily composed of
higher quality, cool-season grasses. Low resource cattle producers in underdeveloped countries must rely on native grasses.
8. Are grazing systems, such as rotational grazing, being used?
Three countries reported extensive (> 70%) use of rotational grazing (New
Zealand, Ireland, and South Africa). Minimal use of rotational stocking is done in
the two countries (Mexico and Brazil) that grow primarily warm-season perennial
grasses. There is little rotational stocking done in Ghana or Mozambique, bit
grazing is predominantly communal (a form rotational grazing with no fences
(move animals based on forage availability across large areas of land).
9. Do cattle producers fertilize their pastures?
Most countries report minimal use of either commercial or organic fertilizers.
Ireland reported that slurry from winter feeding of confined animals is always
returned to pastures and two countries, New Zealand and Canada, reported
heavy use of commercial fertilizer. Both of these countries also extensively rely
on clovers as an alternative to commercial N.

Summary and Conclusions
Based on responses from this small subset of countries, high numbers of beef calves
are finished on pasture in under-developed countries with low resources and in those
developing countries that have the climate and resources for productive forage growth.
Some countries are finishing more cattle on grain, which possibly is being done to meet
the demands of an increasing number of middle and upper income consumers, or to
increase exportation of beef. Supplementation with grains continues to be regarded
globally as lacking feasibility and appears to be done as necessary during periods of
low forage availability. More beef producers are castrating bull calves, but only those
countries that finish some cattle on grain are using steroid implants. Sick cattle are
being treated with antibiotics, but their use appears to be the treatment of last resort in
some countries. Climate remains the major consideration in planting improved forages,
and rotational stocking appears to be the grazing management of choice in countries
with temperate climates. Globally, fertilization of pastures continues to be more cost
prohibitive.
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